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THREE HARLEM RENAISSANCE WRITERS VIEWED
BY THEIR BLACK CONTEMPORARIES
There had been throughout the nation an announcement
of a Negro Renaissance. The American Negro, it seemed
was entering a new phase in his development. He was
about to become an important factor in the artistic
life of the United States. As the middle westerner
and the southerner had found indigenous expression, so
was the Negro developing his own literary spokesmen.^
Thus was the Harlem Renaissance presented to the
world. That period during the 1920's when novels, plays and
poems by and about Blacks were acclaimed and patronized.
The Black man was culturally coming of age. He was search¬
ing for his roots, for his heritage, for his ethnic identity.
He looked at himself through his own black eyes and found
himself beautiful.
The period from 1915 to the end of World War I marked
a time of uprooting and rerooting as black people migrated
from the South to form great centers of black life in the
1932),




cities of the North. This great migration of southern Blacks
to northern cities took place between 1916 and 1918. It is
estimated that by 1918, 1,000/000 Blacks had left the South
although census records for that year in the North and West
showed only a gain of 333,000. The migration was prompted
both by economic and social phenomena. The damage of the
boll weevil to the cotton crop meant that many black workers
were unable to make a living. The labor depression in the
South in 1915 brought wages down to less than 75 cents per
day. Floods and inclement weather in 1915 had left many
blacks homeless and destitute, searching for any thread that
might mean stability and security. Furthermore, Blacks were
motivated to leave the South because of lynchings, disfran¬
chisement, segregation, discrimination and injustice in the
southern courts.
The North was becoming increasingly industrial.
World War I had brought a halt to foreign immigration, there¬
by creating a labor shortage in the industrial centers. As
a result, labor agents were sent into the South to entice
Blacks to move to the North where jobs were plentiful. The
black press persuaded southern blacks to move North where
there was thought to be a chance for first-class citizen¬
ship. The North then came to be looked upon as the "land of
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promise." For it was in the North that there was the hope
for better jobs and better living conditions.
With the entry of the United States into the war,
blacks were able to find employment in many of the industries
of the North. They were involved in meat packing and in
the manufacture of electrical products. Many found employ¬
ment in the production of trucks and automobiles. Others
were engaged in the manufacture of ammunition and of other
iron and steel products. "There were 26,648 Blacks in 46 of
the 55 occupations incident to shipbuilding under the United
2
States Shipping Board." Approximately 150,000 Blacks
assisted in the operation of the railroads, while another
150,000 served to keep up other vital means of communication.
This prosperity and hopefulness, however, was short
lived. During World War I the talk of democracy as well as
jobs on the homefront had raised the hopes of black Americans
that there would soon be an end to segregation and discrimi¬
nation. In reality, however, black soldiers who had fought
to make the world safe for democracy, had come home to
find that their own people still suffered from the
2
John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom (New
York, 1969), p. 474.
4
injustices inherent in the American way. White America had
reverted to the status quo and with this reversion the black
man was trampled upon and forced to give up what few gains
he had made during the war. As the war came to an end, so
did job opportunities for blacks. Four and one-half million
soldiers, mostly white, re-entered the job market, and many
blacks were laid off or fired.
It is no wonder then that in 1919 a wave of riots
rocked the country. Foremost among the reasons for the
rioting which occurred during the "Red Summer of 1919" was
the presence of tens of thousands of semiskilled and un¬
skilled blacks in a labor market that no longer needed them.
There was much competition among blacks and whites for the
few available jobs. Racial tension was further heightened
by the shortage of housing for low-income blacks and whites.
The black ghettoes already filled by the vanguard of the
great migration could no longer contain the steady
stream of newcomers from the South. The Negro popula¬
tion of Manhattan, which prior to 1914 was easily con¬
tained in a section of the West Side, had so expanded by
1919 that it was rapidly transforming Harlem into the
nations largest Black metropolis. Chicago's South Side
was following close behind.^
The situation all over was critical as whites
q
Robert H. Brisbane, The Black Vanguard (Valley
Forge, 1970), pp. 71-72.
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inflicted extraordinary violence upon Blacks.
At least 38 Negroes lost their lives at the hands of
lynching parties in 1917. More than 3,000 spectators
responded to the invitation of a newspaper to come out
and witness the burning of a 'live Negro.
Damage was done to property, and many blacks were blatantly
beaten in the streets. The black man, however, was not in¬
timidated or beaten into submission; rather, he showed a
willingness to fight and to die in his own defense. His
consciousness was raised, for he now had a sense of himself
as a worthwhile human being.
This consciousness acquired further substance with
the emergence of the Black nationalist, Marcus Garvey.
Garvey asserted that blacks should stop trying to become a
part of white society and should demand lands that were his¬
torically theirs. "They must cease their futile beating
upon the stone walls of Western race prejudice and look
5
homeward—homeward to Mother Africa." Further he advocated
pride in everything Black—self-respect and confidence in
the glorious African past. He organized the Universal Negro
Improvement Association whose purpose it was to "unite all
the Negro peoples of the world into one great body to
Franklin, op. cit., p. 474.
Brisbane, op. cit., p. 83.
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establish a country and government absolutely their own."
Garvey dignified the word "black" and insisted that all
blacks must refer to themselves as black men rather than as
Negroes or colored men. He said to Blacks:
Negroes, teach your children that they are direct descen¬
dants of the greatest and proudest race who ever peopled
the earth; and because of the fear of our return to
power, in a civilization of our own, that may outshine
others, vdiy we are hated and kept down by a jealous and
prejudiced contemporary world.^
Garvey had a following which numbered in the mil¬
lions. He was successful because he was able to build up
the black man's pride and to raise his self-esteem. Garvey
was able to collect millions of dollars from blacks and to
organize several self-sufficient black programs before he
was imprisoned and then deported out of the country by the
United States government. Yet because of his social agita¬
tion, masses of black people began thinking of themselves





®The generalizations made extending from pages 1-6
are gathered from the following sources: John Hope Franklin,
From Slavery to Freedom (New York, 1969), pp. 461-493; Robert
H. Brisbane, The Black Vanguard (Valley Forge, 1970), pp. 71-
99; and Benjamin Quarles, The Negro In the Making of America
(New York, 1969), pp. 186-204.
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A new Negro had indeed emerged. Out of this fermen¬
tation came a burst of all kinds of activity. The importa¬
tion of African art swelled, black composers devoted a new
interest in African themes and rhythms, and black poets and
writers turned to Africa and to themes of blackness as sub¬
jects of their work.
It was inevitable that this burst of black creativ¬
ity should develop in Harlem. Harlem represented the
largest black metropolis in the United States after World
War I. But what distinguished Harlem most from other black
metropolises was that significant changes seemed to be
taking place there. For example, the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People began more and more to
challenge the status quo through legal means. Significant
voices of protest and change, like those of W. E. B. DuBois
and James Weldon Johnson were beginning to be heard. Marcus
Garvey had centered most of his activity in and around
Harlem. The three prominent black publications The Crisis,
The Messenger and Opportunity all centered in New York began
to encourage literary expression by blacks through various
types of contests. And as more articulate blacks came to
Harlem the more attractive Harlem became for others; in fact
Harlem attracted Black artists and intellectuals from all
8
over the United States.
But it is not the purpose of this paper merely to
present a description of the creative fervor that took place
in the musical, artistic and/or political fields. Rather
this paper is confined to a consideration of three literary
artists of the twenties. The backdrop which has been
described provides a good introduction to an evaluation of
Langston Hughes, Claude McKay and Jean Toomer by their black
contemporaries. These three poets were selected because
they are rather generally referred to as the leading poetic
voices of the Harlem Renaissance. This analysis is restricted
mainly to comments on them made by their black contemporaries,
though an occasional comment by a white critic of the time
may be included for the purpose of maintaining a balanced
critical perspective. The writers will be analyzed from the
point of view of the subjects which their critics most often
treated. The analysis of Hughes and McKay, for example, will
center around what their contemporaries thought of their
choice of subject matter and the verse form of their poetry.
Because the comments on Toomer are so varied no effort will
be made here to categorize them. The major sources used
for this paper are the two most important periodicals
published during this time. The Crisis and
9
Opportunity. Consideration is also given to selected books
and articles of the period.
An analysis of what their black contemporaries
thought of Hughes, McKay and Toomer will add a much needed
dimension to the efforts that are now being made to access
the meaning and importance of the Harlem Renaissance.
CHAPTER II
LANGSTON HUGHES; POET OR RHYMESTER
Langston Hughes was the most prolific of the writers
of the Harlem Renaissance. During the decade of the twen¬
ties he wrote poems which appeared in both major and minor
magazines throughout the nation and collected them in two
books of poetry. Perhaps his popularity was due to the
fact that he used as subject matter realistic portrayals of
common folk and common ordinary situations. In "The Negro
Artist and the Racial Mountain" he described the source of
his inspiration:
The people who have their nip of gin on Saturday nights
and are not too important to themselves or the com¬
munity .. .they do not particularly care whether they are
like white folks or anybody else. Their joy runs bang I
into ecstacy. Their religion soars to a shout. Work
maybe a little today, rest a little tomorrow. Play
awhile. Sing avdiile. O, let's dance
What Hughes is saying here is that he was inspired
to write by the colorful, exciting characters that hung out
ngston Hughes, "The Negro Artist and the Racial
The Nation, CXXII (June 23, 1926), 693.Mountain, II
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on the corners of Lenox Avenue and 125th Street in Harlem.
Here he found black people enmeshed in a black environment,
completely involved in their ovm culture. Hughes found
these people fascinating and chose them and their situations
as subject matter for much of his poetry.
Out of this inspiration came Hughes' two poetic
works of the twenties. The Weary Blues and Fine Clothes to
the Jew. Hughes' critics evaluated the two books of poetry
in terms of three major categories; (1) choice of subject
and message, (2) diction, and (3) verse form.
The critics of the twenties seemed most concerned
with Hughes' choice of subject matter and his message. Some
found these choices exciting and stimulating while others
found them disgraceful and repugnant.
Countee Cullen found Hughes' choice of subject as
something less than desirable for true poetry. In the Feb¬
ruary 1926 issue of Opportunity Cullen reviewed The Weary
Blues. Of Hughes general subject matter Cullen says;
Taken as a group the selections in this book seem one¬
sided to me. They tend to hurl this poet into the
gaping pit that lies before all Negro writers, in the
confines of which they became racial artists instead of
artists pure and simple. There is too much emphasis
here on strictly Negro themes? and this is probably an
added reason for my coldness toward the jazz poems—
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they seem to set a too definite limit upon an already
limited field.^
Cullen's criticism is easily understandalsle when one con¬
siders that he too was a poet, but unlike Hughes he strove
for middle-class white standards of acceptance. Always
uppermost in his mind was that he did not want to be judged
as a Negro poet. "It was Cullen who told Langston Hughes
that he wanted to be a poet, not a Negro poet. For him,
3
there was no such thing as Negro poetry." Therefore the
fact that Hughes dwelled on racial subject matter was reason
enough for Cullen's unfavorable criticism of sections of The
Weary Blues.
Hughes of course disagreed with this attitude. He
suggests that the proper sphere for black writers is black
people.
Certainly there is, for the American Negro artist who
can escape the restrictions the more advanced among his
own group would put upon him, a great field of unused
material ready for his art. Without going outside his
race, and even among the better classes with their
'white' culture and conscious American manners, but
still Negro enough to be different, there is sufficient
^Countee Cullen, "Our Book Shelf: Poet on Poet,"
Opportunity, IV (F^ruary, 1926), 73.
^Nathan Huggins, Harlem Renaissance (New York,
1971), p. 208.
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matter to furnish a black artist with a lifetime of
creative work.^
Like most of Langston Hughes' writing. The Weary
Blues contains realistic interpretations of black life
during the twenties. The poems in The Weary Blues contain
a great many penetrating comments on Harlem in the 1920's,
including both its surface gaiety and its deeper sorrow.
Cullen praises Hughes for speaking his mind, but, at the
same time, finds that his choice of subject was too radical
for the times. Cullen makes the statement that:
This poet represents a transcendently emancipated spirit
among a class of young writers whose particular battle
cry is freedom. With the enthusiasm of a zealot, he
pursues his way, scornful, in subject matter, in photo¬
graphy, and rhythmical treatment, of him. To him it is
essential that he be himself. Essential and commendable
surely; yet the thought persists that some of these
poems would have been better had Mr. Hughes held himself
a bit in check.^
One wonders if Cullen made such a comment because he
was hemmed in by his own preference for the traditional forms
of poetry, or if such a comment was not prompted by feelings
of envy and jealousy over Hughes' outstanding literary suc¬
Cullen was not alone, however, in his assessment of
^Hughes, op. cit., p. 693.
5
Cullen, op. cit., p. 73.
cess.
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Hughes' choice of subject. Hughes was often severely crit¬
icized because some black writers felt that he should not
dwell upon the "lower strata" of the race, but through his
choice of subject, try to uplift the race concentrating on
the successful, intelligent "white oriented" black folk.
In The Pittsburg Courier, an eye-catching headline
read "Langston Hughes' Book of Poems Trash"; The New York
Amsterdam News ran a headline which read "Langston Hughes—
The Sewer Dweller" and The Chicago Whip characterized
Hughes as "The poet lowrate of Harlem."^ Hughes recalls
that Eustace Gay writing for The Philadelphia Tribune of
February 5, 1927, said of Fine Clothes to the Jew:
It does not matter to me whether every poem in the book
is true to life. Why should it be paraded before the
American public by a Negro author as being typical or
representative of the Negro? Bad enough to have white
authors holding up our imperfections to public gaze.
Our aim ought to be to present to the general public,
already mis-informed both by well-meaning and malicious
writers, our higher aims and aspirations, and our better
selves P
Hughes admitted that writings vdiich showed the
beautiful, polite, good and highly cultured side of black
life were necessary, but he did not understand why every
^Langston Hughes, The Big Sea (New York, 1940; re¬
issued 1963), p. 266.
^Ibid., p. 267.
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black writer should be expected to write in this vein.
Furthermore, he argued that he wrote about the people he
knew and found them good people. Unfortunately many of his
black critics felt otherwise.
Benjamin Brawley, whom Langston Hughes refers to as
"our most respectable critic" thought it would have been
better if Fine Clothes to the Jew had never been written
since it concentrated on "the abandon and vulgarity of its
.,8
age.
Brawley states in almost vicious terms his base and
abject dislike for the kinds of poems which appear in Fine
Clothes to the Jew. About these poems and its author
Brawley states:
About Langston Hughes the only thing to observe is
that here we have the sad case of a young man of ability
who has gone off on the wrong track altogether. We are
sure that he can get on the right track, but it will
take a strong wrench to put him there, also a little
time. When Mr. Hughes came under the influence of
Mr. Carl Can Vechten and The Weary Blues was given to
the world, the public was given to understand that a new
genuine poet had appeared on the horizon. It mattered
not that the thing contributed had been done years be¬
fore by Vachel Lindsay; the book was full of jazz, and
that was enough for the public. After all, however, it
is not an author's first book that determines his qual¬
ity, but the second, for the first may be an accident.
1937)
Q
Benjamin Brawley, The Negro Genius (New York,
p. 248.
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Fine Clothes to the Jew hardly stands the test. In
fact, one would have to go a long way to find more of
sheer coarseness and vulgarity than are to be found
between the covers of this little book. We forbear
quotation. We are sorry that Mr. Hughes wrote it, and
we hope that he will never write another like it.®
Further, Brawley found the message in the Hughes' poem
"Elevator Boy" to be completely distasteful. Brawley had
previously stated that part of the mood which dominated the
new writers of the twenties was a turning away from good
honest work in order to loaf and to call oneself an artist.
He criticized the message in "Elevator Boy" on these grounds.
He states:
On the main point, however, that about unwillingness to
work, we may note in the same periodical and also in the
latest volume by the author, Mr. Langston Hughes, some
lines entitled "Elevator Boy,” which will hardly do for
quoting in this magazine but which end thus:
I been runnin' this
Elevator too long.
Guess I'll quit now.
As to all of which we submit simply that the running of
an elevator is perfectly honorable employment and that
no one with such a job should leave it until he is rea¬
sonably sure of getting something better.^®
On the other hand there were critics who were fas¬
cinated by Hughes' choice of subject and the message he
^Benjamin Brawley, "The Negro Literary Renaissance,"
The Southern Workman, Vol. LVI, No. 4 (April, 1927), 182-183.
10 Ibid., p. 179.
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conveyed. One such critic was James Weldon Johnson, who in
Black Manhattan says:
He belongs to the line of rebel poets. He is a rebel
not only in the matter of poetic form, but also in the
choice of poetic subjects, for, of subjects, he is as
likely to take one from the gutter as from any other
place. On this point he has met with the disapproba¬
tion and censure of some in his own race who feel that
the subject matter of his poems is not sufficiently
elevating. Yet Mr. Hughes, too, falls under this idea
of race, and most of his best work springs from it. It
is by taking this idea and shooting it through with a
cynicism and sardonic humour peculiarly his own that he
secures some of his finest effects.^^
Many critics like Cullen and Brawley found certain
subjects unfit for poetry, but Johnson praises Hughes for
using subjects which reveal the black man's working class
life. Johnson approaches a poem like "Brass Spittoons" with
some reservations, but after reading it he was captured by
it. So much so in fact that he used the poem as an example
of Hughes' ability to take what is generally considered
"unpoetic" subject matter and mold it into a truly beautiful
poem. Johnson says:
Mr. Hughes writes a poem which has for its title and
its subject "Brass Spittoons." Here, if ever there was
one is an "unpoetic" subject. But the poet takes it
and tells of the black porter at his distasteful task
of cleaning brass spittoons; tells of him in Detroit,
^^James Weldon Johnson, Black Manhattan (New York,
1930; reissued 1968), p. 271.
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Chicago, Atlantic City, Palm Beach; cleaning spittoons
in pullman cars, clubs, and hotel lobbies; picking up
nickles, dimes—and a dollar a day. Then at the end he
flashes back over and otherwise sordid poem these bright
lines freighted with implications of 'race':
Hey boyI
A bright bowl of brass is beautiful to the Lord.
Bright polished brass like the cymbals
Of King David's dancers
Like the wine cups of Solomon.
Hey, boyI
A clean spittoon on the altar of the Lord.
A clean bright spittoon all newly polished,—
At least I can offer that.
Com' mere. BoyI^2
It is at this point that the poem is elevated above the
ordinary, and the emphasis is shifted from the hopelessness
of one does menial labor to a message of hope of one who
realizes that in the eyesight of God this work too is
important.
On the surface, Johnson's comments seem rather con¬
tradictory. The fact that Johnson gives special meaning to
the word "unpoetic" by placing it in quotation marks would
suggest that, like Brawley and Cullen he finds certain sub¬
jects unfit for poetry. This, however, is not the case,
for on a deeper level he suggests that Hughes is a signif¬
icant poet because he is able to take common subjects and
12 Ibid., pp. 271-272.
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lift them to the realm of true poetry.
Alain Locke, one of the persons Hughes gives credit
for mid-wifing the Harlem Renaissance, found that Hughes
rated with the greatest of the American writers. As he put
it,
Hughes brings to his portrayal of his folk not the
rugged provincialism of a minstrel but the descriptive
detachment of a Vachel Lindsay and a Sandburg and
promises the democratic sweep and universality of a
Whitman.13
Furthermore, Locke was enchanted with the folk mood of
Hughes' poetry. "The folk-lyrics of Langston Hughes have
spontaneous moods and rhythms, and carry irresistable con¬
viction. They are our really most successful efforts up to
this date to recapture the folk-soul.
Charles Johnson, whom Langston Hughes said "did
more to encourage and develop Negro writers during the
15
1920's than anyone else in America," also gave positive
criticism of Hughes' poetry. "No Negro writer so completely
symbolizes the new emancipation of the Negro mind. His is a
•^•^Alain Locke, ed. "Introduction," Four Negro Poets
(New York, 1927), p. 6.
^^Alain Locke, "The Negro in American Culture," in
Anthology of American Negro Literature, ed. by V. F.
Calverton (New York, 1929), p. 255.
^^Hughes, The Big Sea, p. 218.
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poetry of gorgeous colors, of restless brooding, of melan¬
choly, of disillusionment."^^ Furthermore, Charles Johnson
senses in Hughes' poetry the deep feelings that underlie
the lives of the singers and dancers in the cabarets, the
porters, the men and women who roam the ghetto streets and
those who work in white folks kitchens. He zooms in on the
types of characters Hughes involves in his poetry as well
as the situations out of which they grew. Johnson says:
Always there is a wistful undertone, a quiet sadness.
That is why, perhaps, he could speak so tenderly of the
broken lives of prostitutes, the inner weariness of
painted jazz—hounds, and the tragic emptiness beneath
the glamour and noise of Harlem cabarets:
Does a Jazz-band ever sob?
They say a jazz-bands gay
Yet as the vulgar dancers whirled
And the wan night went away.
One said he heard the jazz-band sob
When the little dawn was grey.^^
It is interesting to note that in an unsigned review
of Fine Clothes to the Jew in The Crisis of March 1927 this
same "feeling" that Johnson alludes to is once again
mentioned.
Fine Clothes to the Jew is a beautifully printed little
volume of 89 pages. Ihere are extraordinarily beautiful
^^Charles S. Johnson, "The Negro Enters Literature,"
The Carolina Magazine, Vol. 57, No. 7 (May, 1927), 45-46.
^^Ibid., p. 46.
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bits here and there and while the poems distinctly
confine themselves to lowly types, it is the human feel¬
ing and longing there that he emphasizes. Despair at
sunset:
'A good woman's crying
For a no-good man.
The spittoon cleaner who puts his lowly
Offering on the altar of the Lord
and one line which is a sort of key to the book:
Loud mouthed laughers in the hands of fate.'^®
Other comments in later issues of The Crisis were
not so favorable. For example, Allison Davis blamed the
defects of Fine Clothes to the Jew on Carl Van Vechten. The
weaknesses he saw included a false primitivism and an over¬
emphasis on sordid details. This primitivism manifested
itself to the white man in the form of exoticism and ani¬
malism. The black man had, thus, become a source of excite¬
ment and interest to which people and they began to swarm
into the black ghetto, to fill the cabarets from sundown to
dawn just to observe the "low life" black who lived coirpletely
by instinct—singing and dancing to "savage" African rhythms.
The white audience looked for the lurid and the sensational
and found it in the cabarets and on Lenox Avenue with the
pimps and prostitutes and their outward display of desire
and lust. Van Vechten in Nigger Heaven had indeed
1 R
"What To Read," The Crisis, Vol. 34, No. 1 (March,
1927), 20.
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capitalized on characters like these, and Davis seems to
think that since Hughes chose characters and situations from
the black masses for the subject of much of his poetry, he
too was appealing to the decadence of the times and playing
on the primitivism of black people. Davis wrote that Van
Vechten had "misdirected a genuine poet, who gave promise
19
of a power and technique exceptional in any poetry."
Mr. Van Vechten disclaims any influence upon Mr. Hughes'
first book. The Weary Blues, for which he wrote a pre¬
face expressing undiluted primitivism. The evident re¬
ply is that the drop from the best poems of this first
book to any of these in Fine Clothes to the Jew, which
Mr. Van Vechten undoubtedly did influence, is the real
proof of his having finally misdirected Mr. Hughes.^®
In the following issue of The Crisis, \mder "letter
to the editor" Hughes answered Davis' comments by first of
all saying that most of the poems in Fine Clothes to the Jew
had been written before he ever met Van Vechten and that the
poems were his own and not anyone elses. Furthermore, the
poems were not about Van Vechten, "not requested by him,
21
some of them not even liked by him."
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Allison Davis, "Our Negro 'Intellectuals,'" The
Crisis, Vol. 35, No. 8 (August, 1928), 269.
20 Ibid,
21
Langston Hughes, "The Outer Pocket," The Crisis,
Vol. 35, No. 9 (September, 1928), 302.
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Hughes himself preferred Fine Clothes to the Jew to
The Weary Blues because it was "more impersonal and included
poems about work and the problems of finding work that are
22
always pressing with the Negro people." Hughes further
discusses the kind of people he chose as subject matter for
his poems when he explained in The Big Sea vdiy he called
the book Fine Clothes to the Jew.
I called it Fine Clothes to the Jew, because the
first poem "Hard Luck," a blues, was about a man who
was often so broke he had no recourse but to pawn his
clothes—to take them, as the Negroes say to 'the Jews'
or to 'Uncles.' Since the whole book was largely about
people like that, workers, roustabouts, and singers, and
job hunters on Lenox Avenue in New York, or Seventh
Street in Washington or South State in Chicago—people
up today and down tomorrow, working this week and fired
the next, beaten and baffled, but determined not to be
wholly beaten, buying furniture on the installment plan,
filling the house with roomers to help pay the rent,
hoping to get a new suit for Easter—and pawning that
suit before the Fourth of July—that was why I called
my book Fine Clothes to the Jew.^^
In fact Hughes wrote about the people he knew, living from
day to day and trying to make ends meet.
In answer to those like Countee Cullen and others
who criticized him for limiting himself to racial themes and
dwelling upon the proliterian of the race, Hughes responded
22
Hughes, The Big Sea, p. 263.
^^Ibid., pp. 263-264.
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in "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain." He says:
We younger Negro artists who create now intend to ex¬
press our individual dark-skinned selves without fear
or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If
they are not, it doesn't matter. We know we are beauti¬
ful. And ugly too. We build our temples for tomorrow,
free within ourselves.
Another area in which critics freely criticized
Hughes was his use of innovative verse foirms. Langston
Hughes experimented with many unusual verse forms. He did
not limit himself to conventional and traditional forms but
chose to strike out in new directions. Many of his poems
took the form of prayers, cries and shouts vdiile others were
written in the manner of jazz and the blues. It was ex¬
tremely hard to try and communicate through written words
the poetry of the blues because the "blues” pattern was
rigid. In the introductory pages to Fine Clothes to the Jew,
Hughes says that the blues have a strict rhyme pattern "one
long line repeated, and a third line to rhyme with the first
two. Sometimes the second line in repetition is slightly
25
changed and sometimes, but very seldom, it is omitted."
Blues and jazz musicians like Bessie Smith and Ethel Waters
24
Langston Hughes, "The Negro Artist and the Racial
Mountain," The Nation, CXXII (June 23, 1926), 694.
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J. Saunders Redding, To Make A Poet Black (Chapel
Hill, 1939; reissued 1968), p. 115.
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had the advantage of revealing through facial expressions
and body movements the anguish and heartache which was the
mood of the "blues." Hughes did not have this option.
Thus, many of his contemporaries centered much of their
criticism around the limitations of the blues for poetry.
Countee Cullen was another critic who thought
Hughes' traditional verse forms were much better than his
experimental verses. In fact Cullen finds the jazz poems
completely unattractive, he feels that they have no place
in the realm of true poetry.
If I have the least powers of prediction, the first
section of this book. The Weary Blues, will be most
admired, even if less from intrinsic poetical worth
than because of its disassociation from the tradition¬
ally poetic. Never having been one to think all sub¬
jects and forms proper for poetic consideration, I re¬
gard these jazz poems as interlopers in the company of
the truly beautiful poems in other sections of the
book.
The first section of The Weary Blues is devoted to
Harlem cabaret life. Cullen has a particular aversion to
this section since it gets away from what he calls the
"traditionally poetic" form. He singles out one of the
poems as representative of those poems in which Hughes gets
away from traditionally poetic form.









BUT MY BABY ^7
Although Cullen was unable to appreciate poems like
this he did find many of the poems Hughes wrote in tradi¬
tional patterns truly remarkable.
But Mr. Hughes can be as fine and as polished as you
like, etching his work in calm, quiet lyrics that linger
and repeat themselves....
Mr. Hughes is a remarkable poet of the colorful, through
all his verse the rainbow riots and dazzles, yet never
wearies the eye, although at times it intrigues the
brain into astonishment and exaggerated admiration when
reading, say something like 'Caribbean Sunset':
God having a hemorrhage
Blood caughed across the sky.
Staining the dark sea red:
That is sunset in the Caribbean^®
Wallace Thurman was another who found the blues
poems too limiting to allow for variety of emotion or con¬
text. He cites as examples two poems in which he feels that
Hughes uses the verse form of the blues as ends in themselves
rather than as vehicles for true poetic transcriptions of






I'm a bad, bad man
Cause everybody tells me so.
I'm a bad, bad man.
Everybody tells me so.
I takes ma meaness and ma likker
Everwher I go.
or;
Ma sweet good man has
Packed his trunk and left.
Ma sweet good man has
Packed his trunk and left.
Nobody to love me;
I'm gonna kill ma self.
"may be poignant and colorful but the form is too straight-
laced to allow much variety of emotion or context. The
2 9
poems produced are apt to prove modish and ephemeral."
Yet Thurman has praise for the blues form when it is
faithfully rendered as poetry as in the expanded blues fom;
Drowning a drowsy syncopated tune
Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon,
I heard a Negro play.
Down on Lenox Avenue the other night
By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light
He did a lazy sway
He did a lazy sway
To the tune o' those Weary Blues.
With his ebony hand on each ivory key
He made that poor piano mean with melody.
0 Blues 1
oq
Wallace Thurman, "Negro Poets and Their Poetry," in
Black Expression, ed. by Addison Gayle, Jr. (New York, 1969),
pp. 80-81.
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Swaying to and fro on his rickety steel
He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool.
Sweet Blues
Coming from a black man's soul.
Jessie Pauset, although praising Hughes as a worthy
poet seems to think that he should be more concerned with
his verse forms.
His poems are warm, exotic and shot through with color.
Never is he preoccupied with form. But this fault, if
it is one, has its corresponding virtue, for it gives
his verse which almost always is imbued with the essence
of poetry, the perfection of spontaneity. And one char¬
acteristic which makes for this bubbling like charm is
the remarkable objectivity which he occasionally
achieves, remarkable for one so young, and a first step
toward philosophy
Perhaps what Jessie Pauset is saying here is that her un¬
certainty regarding the virtue of Hughes' poetic form rests
on her failure to understand that Hughes has set up his own
definitions of poetic form. She says, "Never is he preoc-
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cupied with form." Hughes has developed his own form
rather than fitted what he has to say into traditional forms.
Wallace Thurman, like other critics, dwelled upon
Hughes' use of language, finding it quite innovative. He
^°Ibid.
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gives Hughes credit for creating a poetic diction all his
own.
Langston Hughes has gone much further in another direc¬
tion than any other Negro poet, much farther even than
James Weldon Johnson went along the same road in "Gods
Trombones." He has appropriated certain dialects and
rhythms characteristically Negroid as his poetic prop¬
erties . He has borrowed the lingo and locutions of
migratory workers, chamber maids, porters, bootblacks,
and others, and woven them into rhythmic schemes bor¬
rowed from the blues songs, spirituals and jazz and
with them created a poetic diction and a poetic form
all his own.^^
Indeed Hughes did choose to write his poems the way
his characters actually spoke. He is able to imitate their
patterns of speech quite accurately.
All in all there were many varied opinions of
Hughes as a poet. The prevailing mood of his black contem¬
poraries seemed fairly evenly distributed into two camps:
(1) those who offered praise for Hughes' poetry although
they praised it with reservations, and (2) those who found
much of his poetry "unfit" for the realm of true poetry and
would have none of it. By some, Langston Hughes was looked
upon as a true poet. By others, he was looked down upon as
a mere rhymster having broken away from the traditional forms
and dabbled in the ejsperimental forms of jazz and the blues.
33Thurman, op. cit.
CHAPTER III
CLAUDE MCKAY; "RADICAL" INNOVATOR OR
"EARTHY" TRADITIONALIST
Like Langston Hughes, Claude McKay is also given
credit for initiating and pointing the way for the new day
which was to come for the black writer. His poetry is said
by some to have been one of the greatest forces in bringing
about the black literary renaissance of the 1920's.
Claude McKay was born in Jamaica, British West Indies
in 1889. He was taught by his brother, who was the school¬
master in his hometown. When he was seventeen he won a
Jamaican Government trade scholarship and became an apprentice
to a cabinetmaker. This apprenticeship lasted only a
short while, and McKay soon joined the island constabulary
where he began writing his first poems. His first book.
Songs of Jamaica, was published in 1911. It was a compila¬
tion of folk verse done in native Jamaican dialect. Soon
after the publication of his book he left the West Indies
and came to America to complete his education. He spent a
30
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few months at Tuskegee Institute, but left to study agri¬
culture in Kansas. However, he remained in college only two
years. Inheriting a few thousand dollars he came to New
York City, where, he tells us he spent the money in riotous
living. Broke, he was forced to make a living doing what¬
ever work he could find—washing dishes, operating elevators,
doing porter work, etc. Yet he continued to write, and in
1917 his poem "The Harlem Dancer" appeared in The Seven Arts
magazine under the pen name of Eli Edwards.
With the appearance of this poem McKay was brought
to the attention of the American public. McKay became an
influential writer, working in an editorial capacity for
The Liberator and The Masses. During the twenties he also
authored two books of poems. Spring in New Hampshire and
Harlem Shadows as well as two outstanding and much acclaimed
novels. Home to Harlem and Banjo. McKay's work was well
liked by the general reading public, but his black literary
critics had varied comments—comments which ranged from
those who found his works exciting to those who found them
repulsive.
McKay's black critics evaluated his poetical works
in terms of two major categories (1) message, and (2) verse
form. The evaluations of his novels Home to Harlem and
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Banjo were basically centered around his choice of subject
and message.
Many of the critics of the twenties were much im¬
pressed with the messages found in McKay's poems. Wallace
Thurman considered him a fiery writer who had something to
say and gave him credit at the time for being the only Negro
poet who ever wrote revolutionary poetry.
McKay's latter poetry is often marred by bombast.
He is such an intense person that one can hear the
furnace-like fire within him roaring in his poems. He
seems to have more emotional depth and spiritual fire
than any of his forerunners or contemporaries. It
might be added that he also seems to have considerably
more mental depth too. His love poems are not as
musical or as haunting as Mr. Cullen's, but neither are
they as stereotyped. His sonnet "To A Harlem Dancer"
may not be as deft or as free from sentiment as "Mid¬
night Man" by Langston Hughes, but it is far more
mature and moving. All of which leads us to say that
a study of Claude McKay's and of the other better Negro
poetry convinces us that he, more than the rest, has
really had something to say.^
It was the poem "If We Must Die" published in 1919,
however, that gained popularity for Claude McKay as a poet.
After World War I there was a readily identifiable mood of
despair among black people. They were disappointed because
after having fought to make the world "safe for democracy"
^Wallace Thurman, "Negro Poets and their Poetry," in
Black Expression, ed. by Addison Gayle, Jr. (New York, 1969),
p. 77.
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they had really gained no freedom for themselves. The con¬
dition of the black man was unimproved, for he was still a
second class citizen, forced to do the bidding of the white
man. Out of this mood of despair came the poem "If We Must
Die." In this poem, Claude McKay was able to capture the
mood and attitude of his people. It reads:
If we must die, let it not be like hogs
Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot.
While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs.
Making their mock at our accursed lot.
If we must die, O let us nobly die.
So that our precious blood may not be shed
In vain; then even the monsters we defy
Shall be constrained to honor us though deadl
0 kinsmenwe must meet the common foe 1
Though far outnumbered let us show us brave.
And for their thousand blows deal one deathblow I
What though before us lies the open grave?
Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack.
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting backl^
This poem is often interpreted by critics who live
outside of McKay's period as a poem of militancy and a call
for direct action. In reality the poem grew out of the
frustration felt by blacks who existed from day to day with
their backs against a wall.
There were those of McKay's contemporaries, however.
"If We Must Die" was first published in Max East¬
man's Liberator, II (July, 1919), p. 21, and appeared in
Messenger, II (September, 1919), p. 4, and in McKay's
Harlem Shadows, (New York, 1922), p. 53.
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who say the message of this poem as specifically racial
defiance. One such black critic was Charles Johnson who at
the time was a sociologist and editor of Opportunity maga¬
zine. Johnson says:
If it was again a note of protest it came clear and
unquivering. But it was more than a protesting note; it
was one of stoical defiance which held behind it a
spirit magnificent and glowing. One poem, "If We Must
Die," written at the most acute point of the new indus¬
trialism of Negroes, when sudden mass contact in the
northern states was flaming into riots, voiced for
Negroes where it did not itself create, a mood of stub¬
born defiance.^
White America, however, was thoroughly outraged by
the poem, so much so in fact that Senator Henry Cabot Lodge
read it into the Congressional Record as evidence of Negro
radicalism. It was the white man's inner fear of blacks
that prompted him to accept the literal meaning of the poem.
However, no one is in a better position to say what
the poet actually meant than the poet himself. Years after
the publication of the poem McKay states that "If We Must
Die" was not just meant to be a Negro poem. In fact, while
recording an anthology of Negro poetry for Arna Bontemps,
McKay stated that "If We Must Die" was a universal poem, for
all men who were "abused, outraged and murdered, whether
O
Charles Johnson, "Ihe Negro Enters Literature,
The Carolina Magazine, Vol. 57, No. 7 (May, 1927), 8.
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they are minorities or nations, black or brown or yellow or
white. Catholic or Protestant or Pagan, fighting against
A
terror. He went further to say that;
The poem makes me a poet among colored Americans. Yet
frankly, I have never regarded myself as a Negro poet.
I have always felt that my gift of song was something
bigger than the narrow confined limits of any one
people and its problems.^
To some of McKay's black contemporaries, his poetic
practice was a bit confusing. William Stanley Braithwaite,
for example, could never reconcile the ambiguity that he
felt existed between McKay's racial and his universal
intent. He says:
Claude McKay, the poet who leads his generation, is
a genius meshed in this dilemma (i.e., waivering between
the racial and the universal). His work is caught be¬
tween the currents of the poetry of protest and the
poetry of expression; he is in turn the violent and
strident propogandist, using his poetic gifts to clothe
arrogant and defiant thoughts, and then the pure lyric
dreamer, contemplating life and nature with a wistful
sympathetic passion. When the mood of "Spring in New
Hampshire" or the sonnet "The Harlem Dancer" possesses
him, he is full of that spirit and power of beauty that
flowers above any and all men's harming. How different
in spite of the admirable spirit of courage and
4
McKay's introductory remarks to his reading of
"If We Must Die," for Arna Bontemps, ed.. Anthology of
Negro Poets, Folkways Record, FP91.
^Ibid.
36
defiance, are his poems of which the sonnet "If We Must
Die" is a typical example.^
McKay was working on the railroad when the poem
appeared and after reading it to fellow workers he knew
that he had struck a common chord and feeling of unity among
his people.
...for it the Negro people unanimously hailed me as a
poet. Indeed that one grand outburst is their sole
standard of appraising my poetry. It was the only poem
I ever read to the members of my crew (dining car).
They were all agitated. Even the fourth waiter—vdio
was the giddiest and most irresponsible of the lot,
with all his motives and gestures colored by a strangely
acute foirm of Satyriasis—even he actually cried.^
All black people could identify with the feeling
expressed in the poem. Black people had found a voice and
black audiences loved McKay. In his autobiography A Long
Way From Home he tells us that:
"If We Must Die" forced its way into the Negro pulpit.
Ministers ended their sermons with it, and the congre¬
gations responded. Amen. It was repeated in Negro clubs
and Negro schools and at Negro mass meetings. To
thousands of Negroes who are not trained to appreciate
poetry, "If We Must Die" makes me a poet.®
William Stanley Braithwaite, "The Negro In American
Literature," in The New Negro, ed. by Alain Locke (New York,
1925; reissued 1969), p. 40.
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Another area in v^ich McKay's black contemporaries
commented was the form that he chose for much of his poetry.
As an example, many of the poems that appear in Harlem
Shadows are formal fourteen line sonnets. His critics were
unable to accept the fact that McKay sometimes wrote about
earthy, hardcore, base unpleasant and for his times, con¬
temporary subjects that were clothed in 16th century verse
form—the sonnet. However, the critics who expressed such
a point of view are forgetting that Milton in the 17th cen¬
tury wrote about serious subjects like his blindness and
Wordsworth in the 19th century used the sonnet to criticize
English society. Of course not all of McKay's poems are of
this nature, for, as Saunders Redding points out, at a
later date, however, "many of McKay's poems reflected his
9love of color, his lush imagery and his sensitive massing."
Yet most of McKay's black critics concentrated on his
"earthy" poetry written in sonnet foinn because the sonnet
was a verse form which typically had been used as the form
for poems which spoke of beauty, love, nature, etc.
Benjamin Brawley, a critic who was extremely out¬
spoken about the preponderance of "low-life" subject matter
^Saunders Redding, To Make A Poet Black (Chapel Hill,
1939; reissued 1968), p. 101.
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had only praise for the verse form of McKay's poetry. He
states:
Among the poets Claude McKay is outstanding, and it
was the little volume, "Harlem Shadows," that by its
appearance in 1922 did much to give impetus to the recent
literary movement. Of the work of this author we have
spoken at other times and places. His poetry is success¬
ful because it not only had something vital to say but
because it also shows due regard for the technique of
versification. The favorite form is the sonnet, and
within the narrow confines of this medium the poet
manages to express the most intense emotion. His work
has not been perfect, but it has often been strong, and
altogether one felt justified in placing a high estimate
on the author's possibilities.^^
It is interesting to note that Brawley thought that
McKay had great possibilities for success as an author. The
very next year, however, he published Home to Harlem and the
major critics fumed because it dealt with "such vile subject
matter."
Wallace Thurman was one of those who was most
outspoken against the sonnet form for McKay's poems.
It is his tragedy that his message was too alive and
too big for the form he chose. His poems are for the
most part either stilted, checked or over-zealous. He
could never shape the flames from the fire that blazed
within him.^^
McKay claimed never to have studied traditional
^^Benjamin Brawley, "The Negro Literary Renaissance,
Southern Workman, Vol. LVI, No. 4 (April, 1927), 181.
^^Thurman, op. cit., p. 77.
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poetry; yet, an analysis of his poems shows that his verse
is formal and that his rhyme patterns are regular and
studied. One surmises, however, that he must at least have
read the sonnets of the masters to be able to use the form
correctly. Nevertheless McKay states:
I have not used patterns, images and words that would
stamp me a classicist or a modernist...! have never
studied poetics; but the forms I have used I am con¬
vinced are the ones I can work in with the highest de¬
gree of spontaniety and freedom. I have chosen my
melodies and rhythms by instinct and I have favored
words and figures which flow smoothly and harmoniously
into my compositions.^^
Indeed, there were those critics who found that his
forms did flow smoothly into his compositions. Sterling
Brown makes the comment that: "His poetry combined easy
control of the most rigorous forms with independent and
virile thinking. Here was no idle singer of an idle day,
but a man deeply concerned with the bite and tang of
actuality.
Even those critics vdio had only praise for McKay's
poetry found it a bit unusual that he used the sonnet form
for some of his poems. James Weldon Johnson used the term
^^McKay, Harlem Shadows, pp. xx-xxi.
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"incongruous" in describing the combination of McKay's form
with his subjects. Johnson says:
But there was among them a voice too powerful to be con¬
fined to the circle of race, a voice that carried fur¬
ther and made America in general aware; it was that
Claude McKay, of the Harlem group. Here was a true
poet of great skill and wide range, who turned from
creating the mood of poetic beauty in the absolute, as
he had so fully done in such poems as Ihe Harlem Dancer
and Flame Heart, for example, and began pouring out
cynicism, bitterness, and invective. For this purpose
incongruous as it may seem, he took the sonnet form as
his medium. There is nothing in American literature
that strikes a more portentuous note than these sonnet
tragedies of McKay. Here is the sestet of his sonnet
The Lynching.
Day dawned, and soon the mixed crowds came to view
The ghastly body swaying in the sun;
The women thronged to look, but never a one
Showed sorrow in her eyes of steely blue;
And little lads, lynchers that were to be.
Danced round the dreadful thing in fiendish glee.
But not all the terror of the time could smother the
poet of beauty and universality in McKay. In "America,"
which opens with these lines.
Although she feeds me bread of bitterness.
And sinks into my throat her tiger's teeth.
Stealing my breath of life, I will confess
I love this cultured hell that tests my youth 1
He fused these elements of fear and bitterness and hate
into verse which by every test is true poetry and a
fine sonnet.
It may be observed here that although Johnson
labels McKay's use of the sonnet as incongruous, he praises
14
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the finished sonnet which develops out of this poetic in¬
congruity .
In their analyses of his prose fiction, McKay's
black contemporaries overwhelmingly focused their attention
on his choice of subject. Home to Harlem is the novel for
which McKay is generally remembered, and the novel which
received most attention from his critics. It was published
in 1928 and won acclaim from black audiences. Jake Brown
is the central character of the novel. He deserts the Army
during World War I and returns "home to Harlem." Once back
in Harlem he meets and falls in love with Felice. They are
separated and Jake begins to live the "low life" for which
the novel is so famous. We follow Jake through cabarets,
poolhalls, houses of ill repute and meet alcoholics, loan
sharks, pimps, prostitutes and many other undesirable char¬
acters. Fortunately Jake and Felice are reunited and they
leave Harlem together in order to escape arrest for Jake's
having deserted the American military.
Like much of Langston Hughes' writing, the black
literary intelligensia accused McKay of glorifying the
lowest strata of the Negro race and of succumbing to sensa¬
tionalism. Home to Harlem was published on the heels of
Carl Van Vechten's Nigger Heaven. Many blacks had considered
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Nigger Heaven as a novel which capitalized on the alleged
exoticism of Harlem and now they saw Home to Harlem as a
novel which took a further step in the same direction. For
example, Dewey Jones of The Chicago Defender on March 17,
1928, wrote:
Home to Harlem is Nigger Heaven in a larger and more
violent dose. Where Mr. Van Vechten hesitated to delve
too deeply into the morass of filth which we know all
Harlem abounds Mr. McKay comes 'full steam ahead' and
1 C' shoots the works .'
However, in his own defense Claude McKay says he wrote
about people he knew.
I knew the unskilled Negro worker of the city by
working with him as a porter and longshoreman and as a
waiter on the railroad. I lived in the same quarters
and we drank and caroused together in bars and at rent
parties
Yet such a defense was not good enough for critics like
W. E. B. DuBois and Allison Davis, both of whom criticized
McKay for dwelling upon the sordidness of black life.
Writing in The Crisis, August, 1928, Davis says:
Our writers started almost ten years ago to capi¬
talize the sensational and sordid in Negro life, notably
in Harlem, by making it appear that Negro life is
1
Hugh Gloster, Negro Voices in American Fiction
(Chapel Hill, 1948), p. 164.
^^Claude McKay, A Long Way From Home (New York,
1937), p. 228.
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distinctive for its flaming 'color,' its crude and prim¬
itive emotion.
These young writers hit upon two means of injecting
primitivistic color in their work? one, the use of the
Harlem cabaret and night life, and the other, a return
to the African jungles. Since McKay's Harlem Dancer,
cabaret has been an unhealthy obsession with these
youths, \dio in their relative naivete imagine that there
is something profoundly stirring about the degradation
of its habitues.
DuBois becomes much more specific in his analysis
of Home to Harlem. He sees the novel as dwelling on prim¬
itivistic themes and not worthy of a writer of McKay's
ability.
Claude McKay's, Home to Harlem for the most part
nauseates me, and after the dirtier parts of its filth
I feel distinctly like taking a bath...McKay has set
out to cater to that purient demand on the part of
white folk for a portrayal in Negroes of that utter
licentiousness which conventional civilization holds
white folk back from enjoying—if enjoyment it can be
called. That which a certain decadent section of the
white American world, centered particularly in New
York, longs for with fierce and unrestrained passions,
it wants to see written out in black and white, and
saddled on black Harlem. This demand as voiced by a
number of New York Publishers, McKay has certainly
satisfied, and added much for good measure. He has
used every art and emphasis to paint drunkeness,
fighting, lascivious sexual promiscuity and utter
absence of restraint in as bold and as bright colors
as he can. If this had been done in the course of a
well conceived plot or with any artistic unity, it
might have been understood if not excused. But Home
to Harlem is padded. Whole chapters here and there
17
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are inserted with no connection to the main plot, except
that they are on the same dirty subject. As a picture
of Harlem life or of Negro life anywhere, it is, of
course, nonsense. I am sorry that the author of Harlem
Shadows stooped to this. I sincerely hope that he will
some day rise above it and give us in fiction the
strong, well-knit as well as beautiful theme, that it
seems to me he might do.-^°
Although DuBois and the other of McKay's more intel¬
lectually inclined black contemporaries did not find McKay's
subject of much value, they did not find it completely with¬
out merit. For example DuBois was able to praise some as¬
pects of the novel.
This does not mean that the book is wholly bad. McKay
is too great a poet to make any complete failure in
writing. There are bits of Home to Harlem, beautiful
and fascinating; the continued change upon the theme
of the beauty of colored skins; the portrayal of the
fascination of their new yearnings for each other vdiich
Negroes are developing. The chief character, Jake has
something appealing, and the glimpses of the Haitian,
Ray, have all the materials of a great piece of fic¬
tion.
Alain Locke's evaluation of the novel goes even
further in a positive direction. Locke praises Home to
Harlem for the very reasons that DuBois and Davis despised
it. He found Home to Harlem, its subject matter and theme,
to be significant because it reflected the vital rhythms of
IQ
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Negro life. Locke states:
Those who read Home to Harlem superficially will see
only a more authentic "Nigger Heaven," posterity will
see the peculiar and persistent quality of Negro peasant
life transposed to the city and the modern mode, but
still vibrant with a clean folkiness of the soil in¬
stead of the decadent muck of the city-gutter. More¬
over, Home to Harlem will stand as a challenging answer
to a still too prevalent idea that the Negro can only
be creatively spontaneous in music and poetry...^®
A year later Claude McKay published Banjo. Unlike
most of the novels written during this period the story told
in Banjo takes place outside of the United States. Banjo,
the main character is a vagabond wandering around Europe.
Like Jake in Home to Harlem, Banjo frequents bars, cabarets
and slum districts and has dealings with pimps, gamblers and
prostitutes. There are many philosophical conversations
throughout the book about race.
W. E. B. DuBois thought it was a better book than
Home to Harlem. He points out that "as a book of racial
21
philosophy. Banjo is most inspiring." It is because
Banjo has this social perspective that DuBois praises it.
In his analysis in The Crisis DuBois quotes a portion of
20
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Banjo in which race is discussed.
All the things you say about the Negro's progress
is true. You see race prejudice over there drives the
Negroes together to develop their own group life.
American Negroes have their own schools, churches, news¬
papers, theatres, cabarets, restaurants, hotels. They
work for the whites, but they have their own social
group life, an intense, throbbing, vital thing in the
midst of the army of whites milling around them. There
is nothing like it in the West Indies nor in Africa,
because there you don't have a hundred-million strong
white pressure that just carries the Negro group along
with it. Here in Europe you have more social liberties
than Negroes have in America, but you have no warm
group life. You need colored women for that. Women
that can understand us as human beings and not as wild
oversexed savages.^2
But as can be expected DuBois does not fail to point out
the maudlin aspects of Banjo.
The first aspect of the book is negligible. It is
really a continuation of experiences like Jakes in Home
to Harlem. Here are a lot of people vdiose chief busi¬
ness in life seems to be sexual intercourse, getting
drunk, and fighting. Their comments on this kind of
life are picturesque, but there is nothing intriguing
and there is a great deal of repetition.^^
As a poet McKay was highly praised by his black con¬
temporaries. His poetry was found to be exciting, stimu¬
lating and thought provoking. However, he was severely
criticized by some for the form in which he chose to write




attacked for its vileness and vulgarity. But even in that
vulgarity there were some critics who found beauty. McKay
considered himself a radical, innovative writer but many of
his contemporaries thought that he was an "earthy" tradi¬
tionalist in that he stuck to traditional fomns even though
his messages centered around hard-core reality.
CHAPTER IV
JEAN TOOMER: THE BLACK SPHINX
One would like to think that the recent flurry of
interest in Jean Toomer's Cane is simply a carry over from
its popularity when it was published almost fifty years ago.
Nothing could be further from the truth, however, for, in
1923, Jean Toomer was virtually unknown and his novel Cane
received a very cold reception from the public, barely
selling five hundred copies during its first year. Yet, to¬
day, Toomer is considered one of the most significant writers
of the Harlem Renaissance. In reality, he is just beginning
to receive the attention he so richly deserves. When one
considers the richness of imagery, the beauty and drama
found in Cane it is no wonder that astute, alert black
critics of the twenties considered Cane of significance and
of high literary merit.
Jean Toomer was born in Washington, D. C., in 1894.
Although not himself a true southerner, his roots go back
deep into the soil of the South. His grandfather, P. B. S.
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Pinchback, during the Civil War was commissioned captain of
a Negro company in New Orleans and later during Reconstruc¬
tion became the acting Governor of Louisiana. Toomer, after
finishing high school in Washington and unable to determine
just what he wished to do, began what amounts to a lifelong
search for his identity. He ventured to the University of
Wisconsin and New York University but was unsuccessful in
these academic pursuits. Thereafter he tried a number of
things as he attempted to find himself. During this time
he became a freelance writer and had several of his poems
published in magazines like Broom, The Crisis, Double
Dealer, Liberator, Little Review, Modern Review, Nomad
Prarie, and others. It was basically through his contacts
with the editors and associates of the New York magazines
that Toomer gained the respect of the literary intelligen¬
tsia of New York. From these associations he developed an
interest in the psychology of Gurdjieff. The Gurdjieff sys¬
tem was one in which an individual sought to attain new
levels of experience through instruction and discipline.
It was at this time that he accepted an offer in
1921 to act as temporary superintendent of a small Negro
industrial school in rural Georgia. It was fitting that he
should return to Georgia, the birthplace of both his father
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and grandfather. For it was here while teaching in Sparta,
Georgia that Jean Toomer found himself. Georgia was for
Toomer the homeland, and here he found a feeling and spirit
of deep kinship with his people—black people. Commenting
on what coming to Georgia had actually meant to him, Toomer
wrote;
A visit to Georgia last fall was the starting point of
almost everything of worth that I have done. I heard
folk-songs come from the lips of Negro peasants. I saw
the rich dusk beauty that I had heard many false accents
about, and of which till then, I was somewhat skeptical.
And a deep part of my nature, a part that I had
repressed, sprang suddenly to life and responded to
them. Now I cannot conceive of myself as aloof and
separated.^
Again, writing of his stay in Georgia, he said;
Georgia opened me. And it may well be said that I
received my initial impulse to an individual art from
my experience there. For no other section of the
country has so stirred me. There one finds soil, soil
in the sense the Russians know it...the soil every art
and literature that is to live must be imbedded in.^
This visit to Georgia was the source of the inspiration, of
the materials, that are illusively present in Cane. There
is a lack of agreement as to what genre Cane belongs—
whether it is poetry or prose is a question that is still
^Jean Toomer, Cane, ed. Arna Bontemps (New York,
1923; reissued 1969),"Introduction," p. ix.
2
Alain Locke, "Negro Youth Speaks," in The New Negro,
ed. by Alain Locke (New York, 1925; reissued 1969), p. 51.
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being debated today. Cane has been called "an important
American novel." One critic saw it as a "string of stories
4
of Negro life, interspersed with original lyrics." Another
thought of it as "poetry and prose vdiipped together in a
5
kind of frappe."
Cane seems to be a potpourri of stories, poems and
sketches, held together by the recurring symbol of cane.
Oracular.
Redolent of fermenting syrup.
Purple of the dusk.
Deep-rooted cane.^
Cane represents Toomer's constant and lifelong search for
the roots of his people—black people.
The comments on Toomer by his black contemporaries
reflect a type of uncertainty about the work. Is Cane a
complete work of poetry or a book of prose with a few poetic
interludes? Many of Toomer's contemporaries never came to
any definite, hard-core conclusions about Toomer or Cane.
Rather, many of them found Cane inspirational, but, at the
3
Robert Bone, The Negro Novel in America (New Haven,
1965), p. 81.
4
James Weldon Johnson, Black Manhattan (New York,
193G; reissued 1968), p. 274.
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same time, they seem rather vague as to what Toomer was
really trying to say in Cane. Therefore, Toomer's black
critics fall into two major groups: (1) those whose opinions
focus on the vagueness of Cane, and (2) those whose opinions
stress positive reactions to Cane. I have called Jean
Toomer, the Black Sphinx for this very reason, i.e., that
Cane represented a kind of riddle to Toomer's contemporaries.
W. E. B. DuBois is a critic who is ambivalent about
Cane—who on the one hand, in the February 1924 issue of
The Crisis declares that “Cane will mark an epoch" and on
the other hand is baffled and troiabled by the book. In
fact, DuBois admits that he has difficulty in understanding
the book and finds that he must guess at its meaning.
DuBois says:
His art carries much that is difficult or even impos¬
sible to understand. The artist, of course, has a
right deliberately to make his art a puzzle to the in¬
terpreter (the whole world is a puzzle) but on the other
hand I am myself duly irritated by this sort of thing.
I cannot, for the life of me, for instance, see why
Toomer could not have made the tragedy of Carma some¬
thing that I could understand instead of vaguely guess
at; "Box Seat" muddles me to the last degree and I am
not sure that I know what "Kabnis" is about. All of
these essays and stories, even when I do not understand
them, have their strange flashes of power, their num¬
berless reasons for being. But still for me they are
partially spoiled. Toomer strikes me as a man who has
written a powerful book but who is still watching for
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the fullness of his strength and for that calm certainty
of his art which will undoubtedly come with years.^
Yet after DuBois has stated how difficult it is to under¬
stand Cane he goes back and says that nevertheless it is a
powerful book.
DuBois' ambivalence concerning Cane is again noted
when he discusses Toomer's treatment of sex. DuBois was
known as a critic who generally was disdainful of writers
who dealt with "low-life" blacks (i.e., prostitutes, pimps,
etc.). Yet he found that one of the most important and rev¬
olutionary aspects of Cane was the way in which Toomer
treated sex. DuBois felt that a special gift of Toomer's
was his ability to present characters involved in passion,
lust and desire as beautiful people.
DuBois comments:
The world of black folk will some day arise and
point to Jean Toomer as a writer who first dared to
emancipate the colored world from the conventions of
sex. It is quite impossible for most Americans to
realize how straight laced and conventional thought is
within the Negro world, despite the very unconventional
acts of the group. Yet this contradiction is true.
And Jean Toomer is the first of our writers to hurl his
pen across the very face of our sex conventions.®
7
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DuBois uses as examples several of Toomer's women charac¬
ters who are prostitutes or women of no virtue. He contin¬
ues by saying that: "these are his women, painted with a
frankness that is going to make his black readers shrink
and criticize; and yet they are done with a certain splen-
Q
did, careless truth." Toomer is an artist who is able to
combine beautifully the realistic sordidness of the prosti¬
tute and the ephemeral beauty of her spirit.
One suspects that, even though DuBois felt an am¬
bivalence toward Toomer and that he found much that was
vague and hard to understand in Cane, his overriding opin¬
ion was that Toomer was a powerful writer worthy of the
respect of all.
Arna Bontemps was another critic who expressed some
uncertainty about Toomer's Cane. It is important to remem¬
ber that Bontemps himself was a contemporary of Toomer and
was involved in the Renaissance. However, the comments
that Bontemps makes about Toomer and Cane are reflective
remarks of Bontemps made many years after the Renaissance
itself. Bontemps spoke of Cane as an "enigma"—"an enigma
which has, in many ways, deepened in the years since its
^Ibid.
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publication."^^ One wonders if Bontemps is not suggesting
here that Toomer's Cane did and still does present a puzzle
to its audiences. Cane is indeed an enigma in the sense
that the very essence of it is inexplicable. Bontemps
points out that Cane was an unusual work and that there
were many odd and provocative things about it. It is
brought to our attention by Bontemps that "the reviewers
who read Cane in 1923 were generally stumped. Realism was
mixed with what they called mysticism, and the result seemed
to many of them confusing.
Yet like Toomer's other contemporaries, Bontemps was
not stopped by this sense of confusion but seemed to be
greatly attracted to Cane. In it he found a great sensual
power.
A young poet-observer moves through the book. Drugged
by beauty 'perfect as dusk when the sun goes down,'
lifted and swayed by folk song, arrested by eyes that
'desired nothing that you could give,' silenced by
'corn leaves swaying, rusty with talk.' He recognized
that 'the Dixie Pike has grown from a goat path in
Africa.' A native richness is here, he concluded, and
the poet embraces it with the passion of love.^2
lOToomer, op. cit., p. vii.
^^Ibid., p. X.
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Arna Bontemps, "The Negro Renaissance: Jean Toomer
and The Harlem Writers of the 1920's," in Anger, and Beyond;
The Negro Writer in the United States, ed. by Herbert Hill
(New York, 1966), p. 28.
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Again writing about Cane, Bontemps cites Toomer as
one of the significant influences on the Harlem Renaissance.
Cane's two printings were small, and the few people who
went quietly mad about the strange book were evidently
unable to do much toward enlarging its audience. But
among these few was practically the whole generation of
young Negro writers then just beginning to appear, and
their reaction to Toomer's Cane marked an awakening that
soon thereafter began to be called a Negro Renaissance.^^
Bontemps admits that Cane's audience was particularly small,
and from that it follows that not too many people were
influenced by it. But to the contrary, Bontonps, himself
writing many years after the publication of Cane may have
romanticized some of his feelings for the book over the
years.
Cane's influence was not limited to the happy band
that included Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, Eric
Walrond, Zora Neale Hurston, Wallace Thurman, Rudolph
Fisher and their contemporaries of the twenties. Sub¬
sequent writing by Negroes in the United States as well
as in the West Indies and Africa has continued to
reflect its mood and often its method, and, one feels,
it also has influenced the writing about Negroes by
others
Perhaps another cause for some uncertainty surround¬
ing Toomer was the fact that after the publication of Cane,




Particularly did this bother Bontemps, for he has consis¬
tently searched for reasons for Toomer's having turned away
from writing. Many of Toomer's contemporaries said that he
had simply "passed for white" and disappeared into the main¬
stream. But Bontemps discovered that Toomer had become very
involved with the Quakers and wrote occasionally for its
Friends Intellicrencer. "Never-the-less, at that point, it
seems Jean Toomer stepped out of American letters. Despite
the richness of his thought, the gift of expression, he
ceased to be a writer and, as I have suggested, turned his
back on greatness."
Benjamin Brawley in an article entitled "The Negro
Literary Renaissance" briefly outlines what he thinks are
the weak points of Cane. His comments too seem vague in
that he gives no supporting evidence for his criticism.
Brawley states:
Again and again it is strong; but the themes are fre¬
quently unpleasant. The impressionism is often gross,
and the effect is sometimes that of a shock rather than
that of genuine power. Over the whole accordingly
broods an air that borders on the artificial or theat¬
rical . The fact that Mr. Toomer seems most interested
in prose while his poetry shows him to the better ad¬
vantage is in itself significant; it may be that the
15 Ibid., p. 31.
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prose could stand a little more discipline.
Langston Hughes was another of Toomer's contempo¬
raries who must have sensed some of the vagueness that sur¬
rounded Toomer and Cane. For Hughes included Toomer as one
of the most talented of the black writers. Yet in his first
autobiography, The Big Sea, he chose only to comment on
Toomer’s relationship to the Gurdjieff school.
One of the most talented of the Negro writers, Jean
Toomer, went to Paris to become a follower and disciple
of Gurdjieff's at Fontainebleau, where Katherine Mans¬
field died. He returned to Harlem, having achieved
awareness, to impart his precepts to the literati.
Wallace Thurman and Dorothy Peterson, Aaron Douglas, and
Nella Larsen, not to speak of a number of lesser known
Harlemnites of the literary and social world, became
ardent neophytes of the word brought from Fontainbleau
by this handsome young olive-skinned bearer of GurdjieEfte
message to upper Manhattan.
But the trouble with such a life pattern in Harlem
was that practically everybody had to work all day to
make a living, and the cult of Gurdjieff demanded not
only study and application, but a large amount of inner
observation and silent concentration as well. So while
some of Mr. Toomer's best disciples were sitting long
hours concentrating, unaware of time, unfortunately they
lost their jobs, and could no longer pay the handsome
young teacher for his instructions. Others had so little
time to concentrate, if they wanted to live and eat,
that their advance toward cosmic consciousness was slow
and their hope of achieving awareness distant indeed.
So Jean Toomer shortly left his Harlem group and went
downtown to drop the seeds of Gurdjieff in less dark and
poverty—stricken fields.
16
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They liked him dovmtown because he was better look¬
ing than Krishnamurti, some said. He had an involved
soul, and that soul made him feel that nothing else
mattered, not even writing. From downtown New York,
Toomer carried Gurdjieff to Chicago's Gold Coast—and
the Negroes lost one of the most talented of all their
writers—the author of the beautiful book of prose and
verse, Cane.^^
Hughes praises Toomer as the author of a truly beau¬
tiful book, but then says nothing that is in any wayanalyt¬
ical of it. Like DuBois and Bontemps, Hughes was somehow
drawn to Cane and was mystified by its beauty and sensitiv¬
ity, but because of its very nature, he was unable to grasp
completely all of its meaning.
On the other hand, in the "Negro Artist and the
Racial Mountain" Hughes comes out overwhelmingly in favor of
Toomer as a racial writer. He praises Toomer for the fact
that Cane is extremely racial and that he sees Toomer as
much more than an American writer. Further he gives us in¬
sight into the kind of reception Cane received at its publi¬
cation.
The Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp
criticism and misunderstanding from his own group and
unintentional bribes from the vdiites. 'Oh, be respect¬
able, write about nice people, show how good we are, '
say the Negroes. 'Be sterotyped, don't go too far,
don't shatter our illusions about you, don't amuse us
17
Hughes, The Big Sea, p. 241.
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too seriously, we will pay you, ' say the whites. Both
would have told Jean Toomer not to write Cane. The
colored people did not praise it. The white people did
not buy it. Most of the colored people who did read
Cane hate it. They are afraid of it. Although the
critics gave it good reviews the public remained indif¬
ferent. Yet (excepting the work of DuBois) Cane con¬
tains the finest prose written by a Negro in America.
And like the singing of Robeson, it is truly racial.^®
Charles Johnson, a sociologist, critic and editor of
Opportunity magazine was another of Toomer's contemporaries
who gave a positive analysis of Cane; yet, he too had some
"shadow of a doubt" about the book. Charles Johnson saw the
book as an experiment and this experimentalism as the cause
of Toomer's ultimate downfall. He says, "More than artist
he was an experimentalist, and this last quality has carried
him away from what was perhaps the most astonishingly bril-
. 19
liant beginning of any Negro writer of his generation."
Johnson then saw Cane as a brilliant experiment, and
he made an analysis of it on these grounds. Johnson says;
Jean Toomer flashed like a blazing meteor across the
sky, then sank from view. But in that brilliant moment
of his flight he illumined the fore-field of this
literature. Cane, a collection of verse and stories,
appeared about two years ahead of its sustaining public
18
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mood. It was significantly a return of the son to the
Southland, to the stark natural beauties of its life
and soil, a life deep and strong, a soil untouched.
Without knowing it perhaps, Johnson made a stab at
explaining some of the ambivalence which surrounds Cane.
Toomer himself had escaped the artificial society of Wash¬
ington and had gone back to the homeland. In the South,
Toomer finds his spiritual roots. Johnson then quotes a
portion of the poem "Song of the Son.” The Son, (Toomer)
returns to Georgia to recapture the soul, the essence of the
past and to become one with it.
O land and soil, red soil and sweet gum tree.
So scant of grass, so profligate of pines
Now just before an epochs sun declines
Thy son, in time, I have returned to thee
Thy son, I have in time returned to thee.^-^
Therefore Cane does represent "a return of the son
to the Southland" but much of it represents introspection
on the part of Toomer and of his characters. And, herein
lies the basis of the uncertainty that many of Toomer's con¬
temporaries must have felt about the work. It is difficult
to understand just what in Cane is introspective, but it




introspective in the sense that they too are searching for
the meaning of blackness.
Further, Johnson comments on Toomer's sensitivity to
beauty.
Here was the Negro artist triumphantly detached from
propaganda, sensitive only to beauty. Where Dunbar
gave to the unnamed Negro peasant a reassuring touch
of h\amanity, Toomer gave to this peasant a passionate
charm:
Her skin is like dusk on the Eastern horizon,
O can't you see it, 0 can't you see it
Her skin is like dusk on the Eastern horizon,
—When the sun goes down.^^
There were other of Toomer's black contemporaries
who came out in open support of the book, but evidently
were unable to make any critical judgments about it. James
Weldon Johnson was one such critic. He praises Toomer as a
lyricist of the first order. He also gives Toomer credit
for being instrumental in making America aware of vdiat black
artists were doing. But this is all he says. In Black
Manhattan, for instance, he comments on Toomer and Cane but
says little that is analytical. Johnson comments:
In 1923, Jean Toomer published Cane, a string of
stories of Negro life, interspersed with original lyrics.
The book was in no degree a popular success, but it made
a great impression on the critics. It is still often
22 Ibid.
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referred to as one of the finest pieces of modern Ameri¬
can prose. The poems in the book stamp the author as a
lyricist of the first order. Mr. Toomer was the prose
pioneer in the work done in the past decade to make
America in general aware of Negro artists and what they
were doing; it is regrettable that he has written so
little since.
It is surprising that since Johnson credited Toomer with the
title of "prose pioneer" he did not have more to say about
him than he did. One wonders if Johnson may also have had
some ambivalence in regard to the meaning and merit of the
book.
Although Wallace Thurman made no analytical state¬
ment about Cane, he seems to have held Toomer in very high
regard. In Infants of the Spring though highly critical of
the Renaissance, he makes statements about Toomer's great¬
ness. Near the end of the novel Raymond and Stephen are
discussing their futures. Raymond presumably is expressing
Thurman's views when he says:
It sounds romantic, but I suppose I'm bound to
thrive on antagonism. I'd be bored to death otherwise.
I'll probably spend my life doing things just to make
people angry. I don't expect to be a great writer, I
don't think the Negro race can produce one now, any more
than can America. I know of one Negro who has the ele¬
ments of greatness, and that's Jean Toomer. The rest
of us are journeymen, planting seed for some one else
to harvest. We all get sidetracked sooner or later.
23
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The older ones become warped by propaganda. We younger
ones are mired in decadence...We're a curiosity...even
to ourselves.24
Alain Locke, whom Langston Hughes called themidwife
of the Harlem Renaissance, sees in Toomer a poet who has
made a distinct contribution to the resources of art by
instinctively displaying a true understanding of the folk
spirit. He says: "Toomer gives a musical folk-lilt and a
glamourous sensuous ecstasy to the style of the American
25
prose modernists." This is proven by many of the poems
and stories in Cane, but particularly by the folk super¬
stitions that run throughout "Blood-Burning-Moon."
Up from the skeleton stone walls, up from the rot¬
ting floor boards and the solid handhewn beams of oak
of the pre-war cotton factoiry, dusk came. Up from the
dusk the full moon came. Glowing like a fired pineknot,
it illumined the great door and soft showered the Negro
shanties aligned along the single street of factory
town. The full moon in the great door was an omen.
Negro women improvised songs against its spell.26
There were other of Toomer's contemporaries who
issued strong positive statements about Toomer. William
Stanley Braithwaite, an outstanding literary critic for the
^'^Wallace Thurman, Infants of the Spring (New York,
1932), p. 221.
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Boston Transcript and editor of its annual series "Anthology
of Magazine Verse" was such a critic. In 1925 he praised
Toomer as an artist and as a poet who was able to depict
convincingly emotions which ran the gamut from depression to
joy and to present these emotions and their situations
objectively. Further Braithwaite saw Toomer as an outstand¬
ing stylist. Braithwaite comments:
Finally, in Jean Toomer, the author of Cane, we
come upon the very first artist of the race, who with
all an artist's passion and sympathy for life, its
hurts, its sympathies, its desires, its joys, its defects
and strange yearnings, can write about the Negro without
the surrender or compromise of the artists vision. So
objective is it, that we feel that it is a mere accident
that birth or association has thrown him into contact
with the life he has written about. He would write just
as well, just as poignantly, just as transmutingly,
about the peasants of Ireland, or the peasants of Russia,
had experience brought him in touch with their existence.
Cane is a book of gold and bronze, of dusk and flame, of
ecstacy and pain, and Jean Toomer is a bright morning
star of a new day of the race in literature.
In December, 1923 Cane was reviewed in Opportunity
magazine. The review was overwhelmingly positive and ana¬
lytical . The reviewer, Montgomery Gregory, a Howard Univer¬
sity professor was fascinated by the imagery found in Cane.
But Gregory did not stop here, he goes on to say:
27
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It is not a book to be intellectually understood, it
must be emotionally felt. One must approach it with
all five senses keenly alive if appreciation and enjoy¬
ment are to result. No previous writer has been able
in any such degree to catch the sensuous beauty of the
land or its people or to fathom the deeper spiritual
stirrings of the mass-life of the Negro. Cane is not
Of the South, it is not Of the Negro; It is the South,
it IS the Negro—as Jean Toomer has experienced them.
Further Gregory saw a definite message in Cane.
Cane leaves this final message with me. In the South
we have a powerful underground race with a marvelous
emotional power which like Niagara before it was har¬
nessed is wasting itself. Release it into proper chan¬
nels, direct its course intelligently, and you have
possibilities for future achievements that challenge
the imagination. The hope of the race is in the great
blind forces of the masses properly utilized by capable
leaders.2®
It is interesting to note that in 1939, Saunders
Redding evaluated Cane as"a revolutionary book that gave
definition to the new black movement and exposed a wealth of
new material."^® Redding regarded Toomer as:
A young man who fo\md nothing so important to the artis¬
tic treatment of Negroes as racial kinship with them.
Unashamed and unrestrained, Jean Toomer loved the race
and the soil that sustained it. His moods are hot,
colorful, primitive, but more akin to the naive hysteria
no
“Montgomery Gregory, "Cane," Opportunity, Vol. 1,
No. 12 (December, 1923), 374.
2^Ibid., p. 375.
^^Saunders Redding, To Make A Poet Black (Chapel Hill,
1939; reissued 1968), p. 104.
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of the spirituals than to the sophisticated savagery of
jazz and the blues.
One suspects that Redding may have been exaggerating
his case for Toomer. In reality, the influence of Cane was
slight.
To his black contemporaries Jean Toomer was an ex¬
ceptional writer. Although he was not completely understood
by all of them, the leading critics of the time were never
the less drawn to Cane. There seemed to be in Cane some
mystical attraction that drew all of Toomer’s black contem¬
poraries to the book. Yet in their eyes, Toomer was a
failure for he made one great thrust for greatness and
never ventured forth again.
31Ibid.
CHAPTER V
LITERARY MASTERS OR WAYWARD WRITERS
Alain Locke, in his essay "Negro Youth Speaks"
writing of the mood and spirit of the black writers of the
twenties says:
The Younger Generation comes, bringing its gifts.
They are the first fruits of the Negro Renaissance.
Youth speaks, and the voice of the New Negro is
heard. What stirs inarticulately in the masses is
already vocal upon the lips of the talented few,
and the future listens, however the present may shut
its ears. Here we have Negro youth, with arresting
visions and vibrant prophecies? forecasting in the
mirror of art v^at we must see and recognize in the
streets of reality tomorrow, foretelling in new notes
and accents the maturing speech of full racial utterance
...Our poets have now stopped speaking for the Negro—
they speak as Negroes. Where formerly they spoke to
others and tried to interpret, they now speak to their
own and try to express.^
The spirit of Locke's comments applies to Langston
Hughes, Claude McKay and Jean Toomer. Each in his own way
expressed the racial fervor and attitudes of the new Negro
of the twenties. Comments such as the one by Locke and more
^Alain Locke, "Negro Youth Speaks," in The New Negro,
ed. by Alain Locke (New York, 1925? reissued, 1969), pp. 47-48.
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recent estimates of the Harlem Renaissance by writers like
Arna Bontemps, Robert Bone, Abraham Cliapman, and Nathan
Huggins motivated me to do this study of Langston Hughes,
Claude McKay and Jean Toomer.
In pursuing this investigation I have first of all
presented a summary of the forces which brought about the
Harlem Renaissance. Against this background I then pre¬
sented an analysis of the critical statements and opinions
of the black contemporaries of Hughes, McKay and Toomer.
Taken together the black contemporaries who analyzed and
commented on Hughes, McKay and Toomer saw each of them as
worthy writers who contributed greatly to the entire body
of black literature.
More specifically Langston Hughes was looked upon
by his contemporaries as a significant racial writer. In
the forefront of all of his major poems was a concern for
his people—black people. Long before it was fashionable,
Langston Hughes in his poems spoke of black consciousness
and black pride. His critics had varied opinions of his
works. Many considered him a "true poet" when he stayed
in the realm of conventional verse, but once he wandered
outside of convention to the experimental forms he was
looked upon as a "mere rhymster." In the matter of
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"choice of subject" there were many who liked him because
he chose subjects from all spheres. Many of his subjects
concerned common everyday people. But in this matter of
"choice of subject" there were many who criticized him be¬
cause he dwelled on what was called "low-life" subjects and
subjects which were considered as unfit for poetry. Hughes
was also severely criticized because he broke away from the
traditional verse forms and experimented with jazz and blues
forms for his poetry.
In almost every instance Claude McKay was liked for
his poetry. On the one hand he could write beautiful, nos¬
talgic, naturalistic verse or serious, meaningful poems
which centered on racial oppression and societal ills. The
most serious criticism of his poetry by his black contem¬
poraries centered around his use of the sonnet form. Some
thought the form was too stilted for the messages which
McKay conveyed. However, this opinion was balanced by the
view that his poetry was significant because McKay stuck to
traditional forms for versification. McKay saw himself as a
"radical innovator" while most of his critics saw him as an
"earthy traditionalist." His prose, fiction. Home to Harlem
and Banjo, was condemned by intellectual blacks because of
the subject matter that it treated. His subjects were
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thought by some to be vile and vulgar.
Those who evaluated Toomer's Cane seemed to be
mystically attracted to the book although the great majority
of Toomer's contemporaries found Cane to be vague and hard
to understand. Most of Toomer's critics did not come to any
definite, hard-core conclusions about the book. Neverthe¬
less Toomer was praised for the lyrical beauty and sensitiv¬
ity of Cane■ Further he was praised for his true understand¬
ing of the folk spirit and the fact that he was able to
depict realistically all kinds of emotions. Cane is truly
a racial book, and in it Toomer searches for the roots of
his black ancestors. He can be called "The Black Sphinx"
because to many of his black critics. Cane was an unsolvable
riddle.
The evaluations vdiich have been made of Langston
Hughes, Claude McKay and Jean Toomer by their black
contemporaries add greatly to the understanding of the
meaning and importance of the Harlem Renaissance. These
writers lived in a different era from our own. Their
motivations and inspirations were different; the factors
which shaped their sensibilities were different. Therefore,
it is significant that they be judged, first of all, by
critics vho lived during their times.
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Wallace Thurman was such a critic. In his evalua¬
tions of the Renaissance he theorized as to the effect the
writers of the twenties would have on the future of black
poetry. He was concerned that the poetry of earlier periods
should be of some value for later generations.
The future of Negro poetry is an unknown quantity,
principally because those on whom its future depends
are also unknown quantities. There is nothing in the
past to crow about, and we are too close to the present
to judge it more than tentatively. McKay is called in
France, an alien and a communist, barred from returning
to this country. Once in a while a poem of his appears,
but the period of his best work in this field seems to
be at an end. Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen are
both quite young, as poets and as individuals. Neither
can be placed yet, nor can their contributions be any
more than just intelligently commented upon. Whether
they are going or will continue to go in the right di¬
rection is no more than a matter of individual opinion.
All of us do know that as yet the American Negro has
not produced a great poet. Whether he will or not is
really not at all important. What does matter is that
those who are now trying to be great should get intel¬
ligent guidance and appreciation. They seem to have
everything else except perhaps the necessary genius.^
Such an evaluation suggests that Thurman was indeed
too close to the time to judge it any more than tentatively.
For the legacy which writers like McKay, Hughes, and Toomer
left have been building stones for writers of today.
2
Wallace Thurman, "Negro Poets and Their Poetry,"
in Black Expression, ed. by Addison Gayle, Jr. (New York,
1969), p. 82.
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Their legacy is one with which the readers of today
can identify. Their literary achievements have done much
to advance the development of black writing. Richard Wright,
in an essay "The Literature of the Negro in the United
States," identified himself with the great heritage of
black writing dating back to the time of Phyllis Wheatley
and gave attention to Hughes, McKay, and Toomer.
Wright's essay gives credence to the continuing
historical significance of the Renaissance. Wright recalls
the importance of some of the writers of the twenties.
Specifically he points to Claude McKay and comments: "To
say that Claude McKay is a rebel is to understate it, his
3
rebellion is a way of life." It is clear that McKay's
protest writings were pre-cursors of Wright's own protest
novel. Wright understood that a link existed between the
writers of the twenties and the writers of his own time.
The kinds of evaluations which have been presented
here have value for us today for many different reasons.
As has been pointed out, most importantly they suggest the
continuing historical significance of the Renaissance.
3 .
Richard Wright, "Negro Literature in the United
States," ed. by Addison Gayle, Jr. in Black Expression
(New York, 1969), p. 221.
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Don L. Lee, one of the popular young poets of today,
saw the literary movement of the Harlem Renaissance as far
from successful. This lack of success he says was due to
the fact that the majority of black people hardly knew that
any kind of movement was in progress. Yet he mentions that
Langston Hughes and Claude McKay among others are still
read today. He goes further by saying that Hughes, like
the poets of the sixties, was an experimenter and an inno¬
vator. In his discussion of the women characters in Mari
Evans poetry Lee compares them favorably with Toomer's
women in Cane. "A kind of mystical yet hard strength remi¬
niscent of Jean Toomer's women in Cane."^ All of this
suggests that Lee gives much more credence to the writers of
the Renaissance, specifically Hughes, McKay and Toomer than
his first comments would lead one to imagine.
Dudley Randall in an article entitled "Black Poetry"
mentions Hughes, McKay and Toomer as brilliant writers. He
says: "The Harlem Renaissance of the 1920's nurtured a
brilliant group of poets, Claude McKay, Jean Toomer,
Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, Arna Bontemps, Sterling
4
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Sarah Waster Fabio in an article written in 1971
entitled "Tripping With Black Writing" also consider the
writers mentioned here as important since she specifically
names them as writers who were attuned to their times.
Black writers—most of them poets plus—have always
been barometers, even when America kept bell jars on
them. Have always been/still are/will be. Always
traveling with ears to the ground; attuned to the drxim-
beats of the age. Check out the Harlem Renaissance
poets, such as Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Sterling
Brown.^
The real significance of this continuance goes far
outside the shores of America to the African continent.
Langston Hughes in recalling the First World Festival of
Negro Arts, held in Dakar in the spring of 1966 tells of
the influence of the Harlem Renaissance. He says:
In France as well as Germany, before the close of
the Negro Renaissance, Harlem poets were already being
translated. Leopold Senghor of Senegal and Aime Cesaire
of Martinique, the great poets of negritude, vhile still
students at the Sorbonne, had read the Harlem poets and
felt a bond between themselves and us. In faraway South
Africa, Peter Abrahams, who became one of Africa's most
distinguished authors, wrote in his autobiography. Tell
5
Dudley Randall, "Black Poetry," in Black Expression,
ed. by Addison Gayle, Jr. (New York, 1969), p. 110.
Sarah Webster Fabio, "Tripping With Black Writing,"
in The Black Aesthetic, ed. by Addison Gayle, Jr. (New York,
1972), p. 181.
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Freedom how, as a teenager at the Bantu Men's Social
Center in Johannesburg, he discovered DuBois, McKay,
Georgia Douglas Johnson, Cullen, and myself. Years
later when he became a writer he recorded:
'I read every one of the books on the shelf
marked American Negro Literature. I became
a nationalist, a color nationalist through
the writings of men and women who lived in a
world away from me. To them I owe a great
debt for crystallizing my vogue yearnings to
write and for showing me that the long dream
was attainable.'
The Harlem Poets and novelists of the twenties became
an influence in faraway Africa and the West Indies—an
influence reflected still today in the literature of
black men and women there. To us negritude was an
unknown word, but certainly pride of heritage and con¬
sciousness of race was ingrained in us.^
Obviously these evaluations throw into relief the
works of the individuals themselves. Furthermore, they
present an extension of the meaning vdiich readers of today
may obtain from Hughes, McKay and Toomer. Much more impor¬
tant, however, these evaluations establish a firm foundation
for Hughes as a continuing poet. They constitute an
historical link between McKay's poems of protest and the
protest poetry of writers of today. In addition they gen¬
erate greater curiosity about and they provoke more research
into the reasons why Toomer never wrote anything else which
7
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was considered of value.
Looking back on the Harlem Renaissance, one sees
clearly that the literature which was produced at that time
represented more than just a fad; it was an assertion of
black consciousness, black awareness and black self-
identity. Race formed the core of meaning for Toomer,
Hughes and McKay. Seen through the eyes of their contem¬
poraries their works were deemed as concrete and valid.
For us today there is still an important link that exists
between Hughes, McKay and Toomer and our present day
writers. Dudley Randall in describing the attitude of the
writers of today says:
Writing for a black audience out of black experience,
the poets seek to make their work relevant and to direct
their audience to black consciousness, black unity and
black power. This may be called didacticism or propa¬
ganda, but they are indifferent to labels put upon it.
They consider such labels as part of white standards
and they reject white standards.®
Randall's remarks are reminiscent of Langston
Hughes's declaration in "The Negro Artist and the Racial
Mountain."
We younger Negro artists who create now intend to ex¬
press our individual dark skinned selves without fear
or shame. If white people are pleased, we are glad.
O
Randall, op. cit., p. 112.
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If they are not, it doesn't matter. We know we are
beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom cries and the
tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased we are
glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn't
matter either. We build our temples for tomorrow,
strong as we know how, and we stand on top of the
mountain, free within ourselves.^
The critical estimates of Langston Hughes, Claude
McKay and Jean Toomer by their black contemporaries have
greatly expanded our knowledge of the Harlem Renaissance.
Q
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